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THE ECONOMICS OF PUBLISHING
Robert W. Frase
Some fifteen years ago I gave a paper, "Economic Trends in
Trade Book Publishing," under the auspices of the University of Illi-
nois, as part of the 1952 Windsor Lectures. The over- all subject was
Books and the Mass Market* and my two fellow lecturers were the
late Harold Guinzburg, founder and president of the Viking Press, and
Theodore Waller, now vice-president of Grolier, Inc.
The significance of book publishing economics lies not in its
impact on the over-all economic life of the nation but on its intellec-
tual, political and artistic life. If I may be permitted the luxury of
quoting myself, the following was the opening paragraph of my 1952
Windsor Lecture:
The economics of book publishing, and more specifically
"trade" or general book publishing is important primarily as it
affects the kind of books which are produced and distributed. The
industry is so small compared to most others that it has little or
no influence on general economic developments. The direct eco-
nomic value of the industry's products is an infinitesimal fraction
of the total annual production of goods and services in this coun-
try. In terms of intellectual and artistic content, however, the
annual production of general books would rank at the top of the
scale. This discussion will deal, therefore, not with the economics
per se of a small industry, but with the influence of economic fac-
tors on what books are published and how widely they can be
distributed. ^
A great many things have happened in book publishing in the last
fifteen years, as I realized when I recently reread my 1952 lecture,
and this paper will be devoted primarily to an analysis of the changes
in this last decade and a half. It is, however, not as comprehensive
as was the 1952 lecture and I would refer the reader to the earlier
paper for details not covered here. Unfortunately the statistics on
book publishing, although greatly improved in recent years, still leave
a good deal to be desired. For one thing, annual statistics are still
not available on many important aspects of the business, and there-
fore, in the statistical tables which follow, it is not possible in many
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cases to give figures which cover the whole span of time from 1952 to
1967.
The Communications Industries. Book publishing is only one of a
group of activities of business, government and nonprofit organizations
which Fritz Machlup of Princeton has called "the knowledge indus-
try.
"3 in its broadest aspect this includes education and scientific and
other research. Within that very broad group there is an important
sub- category which may be called the communications industries-
publishing, broadcasting and motion pictures. Table 1 above shows
the relative growth in these industries in the period 1947 to 1963,
which is the last year for which complete census data is available.
A number of interesting facts show up in this table. Book pub-
lishing has more than held its own in this sixteen-year period, with
about 10 percent of total receipts in 1947 and 12.75 percent in 1963.
In addition, the book industry shows up as the strongest in the group
in terms of rate of growth in the 1954-63 period. It has also become
the largest of the industries which sell only editorial content and de-
rive no substantial revenue from advertising. The only other indus-
try in this group with no significant advertising revenue is the motion
picture industry, and it has failed to keep pace both with the commu-
nications industries as a whole and with book publishing.
The freedom from advertising revenue has a direct influence on
editorial content, which does not have to be tailored to a mass audience
and can be adjusted on a title-by-title basis for smaller groups. This
point will be elaborated later in connection with an analysis of the
cost of publishing individual titles.
Growth of Book Publishing. Various types of book publishing are in-
fluenced by conditions peculiar to each. There are similarities but
also many variances in the economics of textbook and encyclopedia
publishing, for example, as compared to general or trade publishing
with which this discussion is primarily concerned. Before proceed-
ing with the more detailed analysis, however, it will be desirable to
consider what the relative volumes and growth rates have been in the
various major categories of book publishing in recent years. This is
shown in Table 2 which follows.
It will be noted in this table that in the period 1954 to 1966 text-
books and encyclopedia sales have grown somewhat more proportion-
ately than general book sales which comprise the remainder of the
categories in the table. The difference has not been great, however,
and as at the end of the period in 1966 general book sales were still
very close to half of total sales.
Growth in Title Production. We turn now to changes in the industry
in the last decade and a half in terms of title output rather than dollar
TABLE 2
ESTIMATES OF BOOK SALES
1954, 1963, AND 1966
(000 omitted)
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TABLE 3
BOOK TITLE PRODUCTION
1951 AND 1966*
Category
35
media such as television, and also a wide variety of other competing
uses of leisure time such as travel, sports and do-it-yourself
activities.
Size of Editions. Tables 2 and 3 have indicated that while dollar sales
have increased steadily, so has title production; we should thus ex-
pect that the average size of trade editions would not have increased
very much during this period. That this is a fact is shown in Table 4
which shows the average size of printings in 1953, 1958 and 1964 for
a large sample of hard-cover trade books. In this sample the average
size edition actually declined somewhat from 1953 to 1964.
TABLE 4
AVERAGE SIZE OF TRADE BOOK EDITIONS FOR BOOKS
PUBLISHED IN 1953, 1958 AND 1964*
Year
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TABLE 5
ESTIMATED BOOK PURCHASES OF LIBRARIES
1956 AND 1965
Type of Library
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TABLE 6
APPROXIMATE COMPONENT COSTS OF AN AVERAGE
HARDBOUND ADULT TRADE BOOK
1951 AND 1966
Component Costs
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book, a "controversial book" let us say, the book publisher does
not endanger the finances of a whole multimillion-dollar enter-
prise tailored to a continuing editorial formula or pattern. He
takes a chance on finding a few thousand readers for the intellec-
tually honest ideas in the book; tomorrow he may try to find an-
other and perhaps different group of readers for an honest
presentation of the other side of the same question. This is the
essence of freedom of the press as it originally evolved in our
culture. It has survived in its purest historical form in trade
book publishing, in part because it is still economically feasible
and in part because of the long professional tradition of the
industry. 4
These essential facts about the magnitude of the risks involved
in publishing trade book titles remain true even though the absolute
figures have changed somewhat. In 1952 I spoke of reaching 10,000
readers for an initial outlay by the publisher of $15,000. This was an
estimate based on conversations with experienced trade book pub-
lishers. In the fall of 1967 a well-known author's agent in an article
in Publishers' Weekly detailed the costs of a specific trade title pub-
lished in 1965. This was a better than average title with 16,647
copies produced in three separate printings, and the total out-of-
pocket cost to the publisher, not counting overhead, was $25,000.5
Thus it is still true that economically the book is the pamphlet of our
time and that trade book publishers, far more than businessmen in
other communications industries, can take the risk of publishing the
new, the untried and the controversial.
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